This article examines the role of social media in disaster communication and its potential to foster a sense of communal belonging through shared emotional connection, using the case study of the 3.11 disaster in Japan. The 2011 triple disaster had profound implications for new interactions among individuals, as the earthquake not only brought destruction to the surrounding environment, but also reconfigured many people's sense of place, security and communal belonging. I argue that, in a post-disaster context, social media had substantial implications for individuals' perceptions of belonging to local and regional communities, as it introduced new dimensions and forms of interaction among individuals, regardless of temporal and spatial barriers. Qualitatively approached, this study examines the evolving potential of social media to serve as a space where individuals can experience and express closeness in time of crisis, creating and maintaining new forms of affective communities in digital space. Based on in-depth interviews and social media data from Japan that relates to the 3.11 disaster, this article sheds light on how social media can enable users to experience a sense of belonging to local, regional and global communities through multi-level interaction with similar others.
INTRODUCTION
On March 11, 2011, at 14:46 JST, a magnitude 9.0 earthquake struck the northeast coast of Japan, marking the beginning of the triple disaster now known as 3.11. The Great East Japan Earthquake caused a succession of calamitous events, including a powerful tsunami of up to 40 meters in height and aftershocks that continued for more than a month. The tsunami devastated the coastal area of the northeastern Tohoku region and southern Hokkaido; it also caused damage to several nuclear reactors at the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Plant, resulting in the considerable emission of radioactive materials into the environment. The destruction of the nuclear plant was reported as the world's worst nuclear catastrophe since Chernobyl in 1986 (Okumura 2014) , and required the immediate evacuation of citizens from surrounding areas. The earthquake and tsunami destroyed commercial and residential infrastructure, including roads, in many coastal municipalities, and over four million households lost access to electricity and water for several days.
The enormous scope of 3.11 meant that many individuals felt a disruption to the patterns of everyday life and their sense of security. This in turn triggered new interactions among individuals, reconfiguring their sense of social connection and communal belonging. Constant reporting on the disaster largely displaced the daily flow of regular broadcasts by major national and commercial mass media channels. Surrounded by images of the disaster and pessimistic news, many people turned to social media for support. Notably, a profound sense of distrust also developed amongst the public towards government and mainstream media institutions due to a lack of institutional guidance and credible information flow; communication gaps between local and central government, TEPCO and media institutions; and the release of contradictory reports (Funabashi and Kitazawa 2012; Hobson 2015) . This led people to seek out alternative sources of information as the disaster was unfolding. In the context of the disaster-particularly regarding the nuclear meltdown and diffusion of radioactive material into the atmosphere-social media was perceived to be more credible and to offer more up-to-date information than the mass media was seen to provide. 1 This article conceptualises 3.11 as three inter-related events: earthquake, tsunami and nuclear disaster, and differentiates between three main phases-during, immediately following the earthquake and tsunami, and immediately following the nuclear disaster-to explore how social media use generated new forms of affective communities.
The Social Media Landscape in Japan
One of the main characteristics of Japan's media landscape during 3.11 was the growing role of social media as an alternative platform for collecting and disseminating crucial information on the evolving disaster, mobilising help and encouraging community engagement and participation. Crucially, social media provided a space where individuals could connect with similarly affected others. Before the disaster, social media was predominantly used in Japan as a social networking tool for keeping in touch with family and friends, and keeping up with the flow of popular culture and relevant news (Kindstrand et al. 2016 ). Japan's first social media platform, Mixi, emerged in 2004. 2 It started as a social networking service which enabled users to express themselves on blogs and profile pages, add friends and join communities in which they could share personal problems, similar interests or feelings that they could not talk about directly (Takahashi 2010) . Mixi offers private and closed communication between people who are friends in real life. Similarly, the Japanese social media app Line serves to support the direct, interpersonal exchange of email and phone calls between existing friends. 3 In contrast with these platforms, Twitter and Facebook facilitate content-sharing with a broader audience, thus making them more public than Line and Mixi.
Twitter was not widely used in Japan before 3.11, and the subscribers it did have tended to use it as a tool for social networking and sharing daily activities (Yoshitsugu 2011) . Much of Twitter's success in Japan can be attributed to its relative anonymity, as it allows users to post daily thoughts or selfrelated messages and interact with other users without the need to reveal one's identity. Facebook arrived in Japan in 2008 but experienced slow user growth as it struggled to compete with homegrown social networks (and to some extent Twitter), which already dominated the social media landscape. Furthermore, the Facebook culture of using real names appeared to conflict with the cultural characteristics of social media users in Japan who tend to value personal privacy and avoid sharing too much background information on social media (Acar and Deguchi 2013) . In yet another difference from Line and Mixi, Twitter and Facebook are perceived as media for storytelling which, through instant dissemination of content, invite individuals to engage with and experience events as they unfold, thus enabling users to imagine a sense of place and communal belonging (Papacharissi 2016) .
A recent report shows that the most popular social media platform in Japan is YouTube, followed by Twitter, Line and Facebook (Newman et al. 2018) . As a powerful content-based, online video-sharing social platform, YouTube is arguably aimed at developing new relationships and communities around similar interests and experiences by allowing individuals to subscribe to other users' channels and communicate through response videos, written comments and ratings of video content. The platform enables users to express themselves through rich combinations of audio and visual content, and tends to foster small communities where users cultivate close relationships with others (Rotman and Preece 2010) .
In Japan, user motivations for engaging with social media changed significantly following the 3.11 disaster. Social media became a space to share anxieties and emotions, triggering volunteer recruitment and organisation 2 Mixi had a monopoly on the social media landscape in Japan until 2008, when it lost its influence due to the growing competitiveness of other social networks such as Line and Twitter (Wong 2016) . 3 Line was launched in June 2011 as a project of the Japanese office of Naver, a Korean tech company (Wong 2016 ).
of anti-nuclear protests and movements (Slater et al. 2012a ). Facebook's policy of using real names enabled people to locate friends and family and find information on the disaster as it was unfolding, and Twitter was "one of the few functioning communication tools immediately after the earthquake" (Acar and Muraki 2011, 393) , breaking the first news 20 minutes before the mainstream media. Furthermore, social media was utilised as a platform for initiating community and relief-oriented actions, some examples of which are discussed below.
Theorising Affective Communities in a Disaster Context
In contrast with the traditional notion of community, which is based on spatial proximity and face-to-face communication, online community is defined as a group of people who are drawn together by a shared purpose or a common interest and use online platforms "to interact and create usergenerated content that is accessible to all community members" (Rotman and Preece 2010, 320) . The ever-growing popularity of social media platforms shows that, in addition to online presence, people seek a sense of community, which emerges from shared emotional connections and experiencesincluding those precipitated by natural disasters and crises.
In a sociological context, media has been found to provide emotional support, as well as a sense of companionship and community for individuals who are faced with a crisis (Perez-Lugo 2004) . Similarly, an examination of the role of blogs in crisis communication during hurricane Katrina argues that social media can serve as a space for emotional and therapeutic support, as it allows users to discuss and share their emotions online with other individuals (Macias et al. 2009 ). Overall, the social media environment enables people who have lived through similar experiences of a traumatising or disruptive nature to share their emotions online, thus significantly facilitating the coping process (Döveling 2015 (Döveling , 2017 . Further, storytelling in the interconnected online environment facilitates a process of cathartic sharing, which allows individuals to work through the experience of trauma or crisis and opens up new opportunities for community-building (Arthur 2009 ). This leads to the emergence of affective communities in the digital environment, also conceptualised as 'digital affect cultures' (Döveling et al. 2018) . Communicating with each other in these spaces, affective communities respond emotionally and empathically to similar others, creating a sense of belonging even among geographically distant individuals (Döveling et al. 2018, 5 ; see also Hjorth and Kim 2011) . My study builds on work in this area by offering an in-depth examination of how a sense of communal belonging manifests across different social media platforms, exploring the experiences of social media users of Japanese nationality.
The emergent use of social media in Japan in the wake of the 3.11 disaster has been extensively explored in several studies, with a focus on Twitter as a critical communication tool (Acar and Muraki 2011; Hashimoto and Ohama 2014; Kaigo 2012 ) and its psychological effects on users in the disaster-affected areas (Matsumura et al. 2016; Umihara and Nishikitani 2013) . These studies use similar methodological approaches: they either draw on surveys of users who resided in the disaster-stricken areas, or analyse their Twitter posts. While Slater et al. (2012a) have discussed how social media served as a space for the exchange of emotions and anxieties in the wake of the 3.11 disaster, their study is a chronological examination of social media use over different phases of the disaster which does not extensively explore how affective practices manifested at different levels of online communication. In contrast, my study combines analysis of social media use across multiple platforms with in-depth interviews, thereby contextualising user behaviour and providing a deeper understanding of social media's role in the context of disasters than can be gained from content analysis alone. Therefore, this study represents a significant addition to existing scholarship on the 3.11 disaster.
The study also contributes to knowledge in other areas. Since 2011, a considerable amount of research has emerged in the areas of disaster and emergency communication and digital media studies examining the role of Twitter in contexts of natural disaster, crisis and upheaval (e.g., Bruns et al. 2012; Bruns and Burgess 2011; Oh et al. 2015; Papacharissi 2016; Sadri et al. 2018; Stieglitz et al. 2018) . My study builds on this body of research by broadening the line of inquiry to encompass a wider range of social media platforms, both homegrown (Mixi, Line) and imported (Facebook, Twitter, YouTube) . It uses the case of 3.11 to explicate the sense of communal belonging which evolved in the wake of disaster through the communication of emotional alignment and discursively constructed emotions, and demonstrates how this was variously fostered in different social media environments.
While material reconstruction has significant importance in the aftermath of disasters, it is also important to understand the social aspects of disasters, including how different media forms can aid recovery by strengthening connections with self, family and society. Online expression can be therapeutically beneficial as it facilitates the process of coping with trauma or crisis, thereby opening up opportunities for community building (Arthur 2009 ). On this basis, understanding the dynamics of social media use across a range of platforms may allow us to predict how people will adopt and utilise new communication tools to cope with disasters. Critically, considering that these tools are being increasingly relied upon in times of disaster (see Tomer et al. 2015) , knowledge of how social media platforms can evoke or intensify a sense of communal belonging may have implications for how these platforms evolve to better support crisis-stricken communities in future. Furthermore, the study looks at participants who are based outside the directly affected regions and yet exhibit affective connections to them. Insights from less-affected social media users may be useful in helping charity and relief organisations to more successfully engage volunteers and donors to assist with relief efforts, as well as in understanding how different online communities can motivate financial donations for affected regions.
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
This study employs open-ended, in-depth interviews to learn about participants' personal experiences through the stories they tell (Seidman 2012) , and to understand the relationship between media and society (Brennen 2012) . Before and during the fieldwork period, which extended from August to November 2017, I recruited 38 Japanese nationals to participate in interviews of 30-60 minutes' duration, in Tokyo (in spaces where participants felt comfortable), with the aim of understanding how the participants perceived and experienced a sense of communal belonging in relation to their social media use in the context of the 3.11 disaster. Interviews were conducted in person and in the Japanese language, without the help of an interpreter or third-party assistance. Face-to-face interviews enabled me to easily follow participants' narratives and adapt questions to investigate underlying meanings, giving participants the chance to elaborate on certain issues and clarify their answers (Kvale 2007) . The face-to-face nature of the interaction also provided the opportunity to see participants' non-verbal cues, which can reveal messages or communicate someone's mood or attitude and thereby aid in further questioning and understanding of verbal responses.
All participants were recruited through the snowball sampling method, utilising personal and professional networks to reach some of the first participants who then provided referrals for further interviews. Participants from age 25 to 59 were included to ensure that the sample represented a broad cross-section of social media users. Considering that small sample sizes in qualitative research allow for richness of data and a variety of participants (Moser and Korstjens 2018) , I intentionally selected participants differing in age, with the aim of providing diverse perspectives on social media use. Disasters do not select for demographics. I approached this study with this in mind, and was therefore careful to avoid focusing solely on younger users.
The majority of the participants are residents of Tokyo. Tokyo was selected as it was the city with the leading rate of mobile phone subscription in Japan, as well as the highest rate of mobile internet penetration (63.3%) and secondhighest rate of internet penetration (71.9%) around the time of the 3.11 disaster (Slater et al. 2012b, 98) . Tokyo therefore fit well with this study's aim of reaching a segment of the Japanese population that is likely to have used social media and accessed news via mobile phones and the internet at the time of 3.11. In this way, I was also able to recruit participants who were comparatively less affected by the 3.11 disaster than people in the Tohoku region and southern Hokkaido, and who were less likely to have suffered personal losses and psychological trauma. 4 Even so, interviewed participants from Tokyo and surrounding areas still felt the effects of the disaster (continuing aftershocks, concerns about radiation, infrastructure disruptions and food shortages) and utilised social media to find and disseminate information and connect with fellow users.
The table in the Appendix provides basic demographic information for all interviewed participants, including information on the media platforms that the participants used in the three main phases of the 3.11 disaster. The article relies on findings obtained through interviews conducted with 38 participants, discussing the most representative examples (highlighted in the Appendix) to illustrate how social media evoked and amplified a sense of communal belonging in the context of the 3.11 disaster. I also collected social media content such as Facebook posts and comments, Twitter posts and YouTube videos and comments from participants who actively used social media during 3.11. This helped me to enrich and confirm interview findings. A directed approach to qualitative content analysis was employed to identify themes and patterns and offer descriptive evidence that is supportive of existing scholarly theory (Hsieh and Shannon 2005) .
Given the nature of the snowball sampling method used for this study, the sample is not considered representative. A broader pool of participants will be needed for future studies that aim to gain a representative understanding of motivations for using social media in the 3.11 context. Timing might also represent a limitation of the study, affecting the accuracy and completeness of memory as the interviews were conducted six years after the disaster, in the period from August to November 2017. Further, while this study focuses on the positive uses and benefits of social media in a disaster context, it is important to acknowledge that negative aspects do exist. Social media's convenience, open access and lack of gatekeeping mean that the diffusion of rumours can be more rapid than in traditional mass media. These can cause significant confusion, as was the case with Twitter posts that spread unfounded rumours about chemically contaminated rain in the week following the 3.11 earthquake (Takayasu et al. 2015 ; see also Umejima et al. 2011) . While a thorough examination of these issues is beyond the scope of this paper, they are examined in the abovementioned publications in the context of the 3.11 disaster, and more broadly in Arthur's (2009) examination of trauma and social media usage. This study is a small but significant contribution to the growing literature on social media and disaster communication in Japan. In the context of the growing visibility (and arguably growing frequency) of natural disasters (Pantti et al. 2012 ) and the rapidly changing media environment, the significance of this study lies in its contribution to the literature on post-disaster recovery and resilience-building for future disasters through contextual analysis of social media usage and the implications that different social media platforms can have for an individual's sense of communal belonging. Döveling et al. (2018) break down social media use into three intersecting levels: micro, meso and macro. The article adopts this categorisation as the main framework for analysing how individuals in Japan during and immediately following the 3.11 disaster affectively engaged in digital space.
MULTI-LEVEL SOCIAL MEDIA USE DURING THE 3.11 DISASTER
The micro level is the most local and personal form of social media use, where emotional interaction occurs within the close circle of family and friends. In the case of 3.11, this refers to the exchange of messages related to safety confirmation immediately after the earthquake. Meso-level refers to less immediate emotional bonding among individuals within one community or a group over a specific theme or universal need, which in the case of 3.11 refers to the collective need for emotional support and shared feelings of togetherness on a regional level. Macro-level refers to collective dealing with emotions via online discourses-narratives, videos, hashtags, photosthereby encompassing a more global level of communication where social media users who do not know each other personally come together over a common theme, disaster or sentiment.
5 Drawing on this multi-level model of social media use, I demonstrate how social media fostered a sense of communal belonging through the social sharing of emotions and emotional alignment during and immediately after the 3.11 disaster. This article focuses on active social media users to explore how they coped with the disaster, contacted friends and family, or shared their thoughts and feelings in digital space. The findings of this study shed light on the differing modes of participants' digital and affective engagement, examined through three analytical levels-micro, meso and macro-and their overlaps.
Micro-Level: Safety Concerns and Local Actions
Participants' responses related to media use immediately after the earthquake reveal that their priority was to reach family members and close friends to check their safety, and seek any available information to understand the severity and scope of the disaster. Due to phone congestion and problems with electricity, participants had difficulties reaching their families, turning instead to email and social media platforms to establish first contact and exchange local information and messages of support. Online communication at the micro level refers to the private and local exchange of messages between individuals who are intimately connected as family members or close friends. During the 3.11 disaster, such interpersonal communication was facilitated by homegrown social networks Mixi and Line. Meanwhile, many participants found Facebook and Twitter to be efficient in instantly informing friends of their well-being and spreading local information on train delays and the availability of food supplies in supermarkets, in addition to general information on the earthquake. Participants' patterns of social media use immediately after the earthquake indicate that a sense of belonging at the micro level is formed in two ways: firstly, through sharing emotions online where similar experiences of the disaster evoke comparable emotional reactions between friends or family members, and secondly, through circulating local information to help friends or other users nearby 5 Whether or not there might be a sense of communal belonging that is distinctive to Japanese users is an area worthy of consideration. However, a discussion of this is beyond the scope of this paper. For a comparative analysis of Japanese and US users' interactions in digital space and discussion of how culture influences the use of Twitter, see Acar and Deguchi (2013) . For characteristics of Japanese Twitter users see Akioka et al. (2010) . For analysis of social media use among Japanese youth, see Takahashi (2010; .
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The micro level of social media interaction is illustrated in a brief message exchange on Facebook between Chieko, one of the interviewed participants, and her friend, just a few hours following the earthquake. 6 Unable to go back to Tokyo from Yokohama, and stranded in a hotel room, Chieko found Facebook particularly useful as the only way to contact family and friends. On March 11, 2011, Chieko received a message from her friend Keiko who posted on her Facebook timeline:
The earthquake was scary, and I'm now stuck here with a client until trains begin to move. Are you okay? 7 (Chieko 2011) Chieko briefly replied that she was in Yokohama and used an 'angry face' emoticon to express how she felt about the whole situation, after which her friend tried to console her by sharing local information and showing concern for Chieko's well-being:
Trains are starting to move in the city, but JR and other lines are still not operating. Please do not catch a cold! 8 (Chieko 2011) Some participants found Twitter useful for establishing first contact and disseminating local information. Shortly after the initial earthquake, apart from direct message exchange and safety confirmation, Toshi, one of the participants, utilised his Twitter feed to post photos from local convenience stores and circulate information on water shortages to other Twitter users living in the same district. Although Toshi mentioned that he was not very active in posting information on social media before the 3.11 disaster, he decided to utilise Twitter as a space to circulate vital local information following the earthquake, with the aim of helping others understand the situation and reduce panic:
For example, I went to a convenience store, and it was like, there was no water, so I took a photo which showed there was no water. It was not an everyday situation, so I posted it [on Twitter]. At that time, [bottled] water was out of stock […] . The water supply had stopped and no-one could buy water; people panicked; that photo circulated and there were tweets about it on Twitter... 9 (Toshi 2017) Participants' media usage immediately after the earthquake also indicates that besides providing important information, different social media platforms served to fulfill participants' needs for belonging and social connection. The use of close-structured networks (Line and Mixi) facilitated the interpersonal exchange of safety-related information, indicating participants' need to 6 All names of participants and other social media users cited in this paper are pseudonyms. 7「地震怖かったですが、 今 会社でお客様と電車動くまで缶詰になっとります。 地震大丈夫でしたか。 」 All translations are author's own except where noted. 8「都内はぼちぼち、 復活し始めてますが、JRなどはまだですね。風邪ひかないようにしてください。」 9「例えば、 コンビニに行って、水が全然ないみたいな…写真とって、 「水ない」みたい。 ちょっと、非日常なので、 出したりとか。 その時、品切れという…みんな、水がとまちゃって買えなくて、 パニックになって、 その写真が回っ てきてTwitterでそれについてtweetとかありましたし…」 connect with close ties. On the other hand, Facebook and Twitter, as grouporiented social networks, proved to be useful for updates about friends' situations and the dissemination of fundamental local information.
Intersections of the Micro and Meso Levels
In some cases, among participants who actively used social media to establish contact with friends and family, communication transcended the local level, intersecting with references to the affected region and implying a crossover of micro-and meso-level social media use, which this section examines in more detail.
To best illustrate the linkage of the micro and meso levels, I use the example of Hana, a participant from Osaka, who used Facebook solely to inform others about the disaster and establish contact with her friends. In addition to Line and regular email, through which she contacted family, Hana used Facebook updates to inform her friends that she was safe, to which they replied with messages of relief. In a message posted on Hana's Facebook timeline on March 13, 2011, two days after the earthquake, a friend expressed both relief in knowing that Hana was safe and concern for the people in the disaster zone, sending prayers for those directly affected by the earthquake and tsunami. Soon after receiving the message, Hana replied with a similar reference to those in the affected region, wishing for their safety: We are all safe. Hope everyone over there will overcome soon (Hana 2011). 10 While this kind of online interaction happens on the interpersonal and familiar level between two friends who exchange messages to enquire about each other's safety, they both exhibit compassion for the affected region, which exceeds the micro level of online interaction. Through these Facebook posts, we see a shift from a local to a regional level of concern for affected communities, despite the users' geographical distance from them. This shift shows how a sense of communal belonging and feelings of connectivity emerge in digital space, blurring the boundaries between immediate and distant. Another example of cross-level social media use is the case of Mei, who was based in Kobe at the time, and utilised Facebook to express concern and frustration about her inability to contact her father, as well as concern for people in the affected region. The extract below illustrates Mei's use of Facebook a day after the earthquake, on March 12, 2011.
Extract 1.
Mei's Facebook thread Friend 1: I'm in Tokyo, but I'm okay!! It seems that phone lines are not working... Hope your dad is okay…makes you worry, doesn't it…
Friend 2: Hope you can contact your dad soon. (Mei 2011) 11 In her first Facebook post after the earthquake, besides giving an update on her situation, Mei expresses equal concern for people from Tokyo, her local communities and "people in the east part of Japan" (i.e., people from the affected region). Mei's digital narrative indicates a shift in her sense of communal belonging from a personal, micro-level of concern for family and close friends to a meso-level of concern for the affected communities. Even though she is geographically far from the affected region, Mei shows a sense of connection, utilising her Facebook timeline as a space where she can convey her emotions across distance and feel like a part of a broader community. She thereby highlights the potential of social media to create affective connections and a sense of belonging even among geographically distant individuals (Döveling et al. 2018) . At the same time, through sharing her feelings with friends on Facebook, Mei expresses the need to seek out similarly affected individuals who are also having problems contacting their families-in other words, others who are aligned with Mei's feelings and can provide compassion, solidarity and emotional support. In this way, Facebook serves not only as space for one-directional emotional communication where individuals vent personal feelings, but it also invites the affective attunement of other users who connect and align with a communicated event and express this through liking and commenting on a Facebook post, thereby creating affective publics (Papacharissi 2016) . The concept of affective communities in digital space moves beyond the feelings of the individual to a broader consideration of the emotional flows and bonding between users online which generate digital affect cultures (Döveling et al. 2018 ).
The emotional bonding and empathic alignment within a familiar relationship, as illustrated in Hana's and Mei's case, makes it harder to separate the micro level from the meso level of belonging. They intersect and feed into each other, indicating that affective communities can be built on the intersections of shared feelings between friends and feelings of compassion toward distant yet similar others.
Meso-Level: Evoking Belonging through Digital Narratives
Digital narratives are essential for maintaining an individual's sense of community in the context of social media, where the individual imagines his/her membership in a broader community based on the reading or creating of narratives in digital space (Jones 2013) . While many participants utilised social media to reach family and close friends immediately after the earthquake struck, others were strongly motivated to voice informational 11 Mei, the author of Facebook post, wrote in both English and Japanese. The response of Friend 1 ( 「私東京だ けど大丈夫です！ ！今は電話の回線がうまくつながらないみたい…お父さん大丈夫かな…心配だね…」 ) was originally in Japanese and is translated by the author. Friend 2's response was originally written in English.
or emotional support through digital narratives within a community or a group, and use social media as a space for community engagement and participation.
Sana is one of the participants who actively used social media during the 3.11 disaster, mainly to share information with friends in Tokyo or to make more general updates in a Facebook group, informing people living outside Japan about the situation. She sees Facebook as space where she can find relief from anxiety through reading friends' supportive messages and comments . In a message that she posted on Facebook on March 21, 2011, Sana invited her friends to join her in organising a local event:
I am thinking about organising a charity event at the hula dance club. This is still just an idea, but I wonder if there's anything that we too can do.
12 (Sana 2011) Some of her friends commented on the post, expressing their interest in joining the event. This meso-level of digital engagement is a significant shift from the immediate need to contact family and close friends to a broader need to find concrete ways of supporting affected communities, thereby fostering community engagement and participation through social media use.
More consistent usage of social media during the 3.11 disaster is seen in the case of Hiroshi, who actively utilised his Facebook timeline as a diary to document his experience of the disaster, share positive thoughts and motivational messages, and shift his mind from the anxiety caused by the constant exposure to news about the disaster. Hiroshi's narratives illuminate the distinct role of social media in comparison with mass media, with reference to their ability to provide access to local information, facilitate social interaction with similar others and offer relief from the depressing atmosphere which dominated television news . During and following the disaster, social media offered an alternative space for Hiroshi which contained hope and positive comments, as all users that commented on his posts across the platforms where he was active expressed the same or similar sentiments as he did. Hiroshi notes that one of the most significant changes in his social media use post-3.11 was the posting of encouraging messages on Facebook and Twitter, and videos on YouTube, prompted by an overwhelming need to help and engage in digital space:
I stopped watching TV so there was only SNS, but I began to use it differently as I wasn't just collecting information but started posting it myself. That's probably because of the fact that everyone experienced that earthquake. I knew there were so many things that all of Japan wanted to say, so I wanted to help, and I had so many different feelings… 13 In some of his first Facebook posts from March 11, besides some general updates about the earthquake and his situation, Hiroshi exhibits a sense of compassion for the affected region, wondering if people in Miyagi prefecture are safe and hoping that there are no casualties. In another post, he empathically aligns with the affected region: "I feel weak and depressed because it is cold. How are people in Miyagi spending the night?" (Hiroshi 2011 
Hashtags: Intersections of the Regional and Global Level of Belonging
A hashtag always starts with the hash sign "#", followed by a word or a combination of two or three words. Hashtags serve to mark the topic of a social media post and function to consolidate messages on the same topics for easy searchability (Murzintcev and Cheng 2017) . Hashtags can be used to alert others to an individual's emotions and experiences, and can evoke feelings of closeness and solidarity between users based on shared experience of an event, including natural disasters, national crises, terrorist incidents and protests. Adding hashtags to social media posts can indicate a user's sense of connection with an event, or the desire to be recognised as a part of a community of users who use the same hashtag (Summerville 2018) .
In a disaster context, one of the most effective ways to disseminate information to the public and respond to urgent needs and requests is through standardised and unified hashtags that are introduced and used by government and aid organisations. During the 3.11 disaster, besides the mobilisation of help and relief operations through hashtags like #j_j_helpme or #anpi, the hashtag #prayforjapan also went viral, unifying compassionate messages, condolences and prayers sent by and to users in the disaster zone from across Japan and abroad. 15 Since its emergence with the 3.11 disaster, the "prayfor" hashtag has become a social media norm internationally as a universal, compassionate response to disasters, crises, terrorist attacks and so forth.
On a few occasions, Hiroshi attached the hashtag #prayforjapan to his Facebook narratives to express his gratitude for the encouraging messages coming from all over the world to Japan. Hiroshi's use of the hashtag indicates 14「かなり体力もなく、寒いので、 落ち込んでる。 宮城の方はどんな夜を過ごすんだろう。 」 15 The hashtag #j_j_helpme was used for requests for rescue and other aid, while the hashtag #anpi (a transliteration of '安否', meaning 'safety confirmation') was used to list missing individuals. the intersection of meso-and macro-level online communication, as the use of #prayforjapan signifies shared feelings of grief and emotional belonging on a more global level, helping users find 'similar others' beyond their circle of friends.
The case of Hiroshi is an excellent example of how everyday social media platforms such as Facebook can manifest affective communities, where the individual feels a sense of belonging to a community through writing a digital narrative for a close circle of friends or other intended audience. At the same time, through continuous use of the hashtag #prayforjapan, Hiroshi's use of social media extends beyond the interpersonal level of communication to the global level of emotional flows, connecting individuals across the world and thus showing how social media can facilitate the emergence of global affective communities in response to disaster. Moreover, the recurring use of the English-language hashtag #prayforjapan in the context of more recent Japanese natural disasters (such as the floods of July 2018 and the Hokkaido earthquake in September of the same year) indicates that Japanese users continue to embrace this trend as a way of spreading information about disasters to communities beyond Japan's borders. 16 The following section uses the example of a YouTube community, formed in the immediate aftermath of the 3.11 disaster, as a case study, to show the potential of social media to enable individuals who are geographically dispersed and do not know each other in person to experience a sense of belonging to a global community. It is here that I explicate the significance of the final level of social media-the macro-in the 3.11 disaster context.
Case Study: A 3.11 YouTube Community
In addition to Facebook and Twitter, Hiroshi utilised his YouTube channel to post videos featuring his own piano music, which he composed regularly. He posted six videos of his own piano compositions on his YouTube channel over the period from March 12 to March 18, 2011, with an additional video posted on March 11, 2013 in commemoration of the second anniversary of the disaster. In the brief introduction below the first video, posted a day following the earthquake, Hiroshi dedicated the video to the people of the affected region and the whole of Japan in the hope that it would offer them some relief, as he explains:
If I can help you find inner peace, just a little, I will be happy. Please do not push yourself and please rest well. 17 (Hiroshi 2011) This comment also highlights that Hiroshi's digital engagement was to some extent driven by a desire to support affected communities and spread awareness of the 3.11 disaster through personalised social media use, which, 16 At the time of writing, the most recent use of the hashtag #prayforjapan was seen after the Kawasaki mass stabbing on 28 May 2019, showing that its usage has grown beyond the context of natural disasters to encompass crisis situations more generally. Posts using this hashtag can be viewed here: https://twitter.com/search?q=%23p rayforjapan&src=typd&lang=en. 17「少しでも、 心の平安にお役に立てれば幸いです。 どうか無理をなさらず、 ゆっくりとお休みになれますように。 」
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Additionally, in his initial video, Hiroshi states that all advertising revenue from YouTube will go to charity to support the reconstruction in the Tohoku region. This shows that he also utilised YouTube as an action-oriented platform by seeking and collecting donations for affected communities. Hiroshi's videos received a high number of views and likes from Japanese and worldwide users alike, who subscribed to his YouTube channel and commented below his videos, voicing their compassion for the people of Japan and the affected region. In this way, YouTube, as a digital social media platform, facilitated online interaction and discussion, fostering feelings of togetherness and solidarity, and served as a platform for the public display of care, emotions and affective attunement. Table 1 provides an overview of Hiroshi's videos, including their publication date and information about the general outreach of each video (dislikes, likes, number of views and comments).
Macro Level of Belonging
To further explore how a sense of community was generated and sustained in this series of YouTube videos, I coded users' comments on six videos posted by Hiroshi in 2011. The coded data revealed repeated patterns in the way users reacted to the video and communicated with other users or Hiroshi. The data illustrates multi-directional online interaction, giving users the opportunity to feel a sense of belonging to a community of fellow users through watching the same video and sharing emotional support. Hiroshi's YouTube channel reflects the central idea of a shared purpose or common interest that fosters online communities (Rotman and Preece 2010) , which in this case refers to posting user-generated videos, subscribing to the same channel or communicating through written comments. The first pattern emerging from users' comments reveals that some users immediately shared Hiroshi's videos on other social media platforms or blogs with the aim of reaching a wider audience, like user H.T.:
I'm late, but I wanted to share the video with as many people as possible, so I introduced it on my blog today. Thank you very much! 18 (User H.T. 2011) This comment suggests that other users utilised their social media accounts or blogs as action-oriented platforms for mobilising support, sharing Hiroshi's YouTube video to circulate awareness of the disaster and invite their friends, followers and other users to engage in collecting donations for the affected region. The digital engagement between Hiroshi as the content creator and other YouTube users, while generating only a small number of donations, indicates a significant shift from utilising YouTube as a space of everyday entertainment to using it as a platform for initiating action and practical support. This phenomenon may not be unique to YouTube, as Facebook and Twitter offer similar potential for mobilising support in a disaster context. However, the literature examined earlier in this paper suggests that the macrolevel of online communication facilitated by YouTube may have allowed its users to reach a wider audience than Facebook and Twitter. Moreover, the combination of sentimental piano music and disaster images in Hiroshi's videos were arguably more compelling for some users than written text alone, thus motivating users to share the content and take action.
The second pattern which emerged from coding is the users' empathic alignment with the affected region, regardless of being geographically distant from it. Solnit (2009) argues that disaster, as a shared experience of loss, danger and uncertainty, often creates emotional solidarity and empathy among affected individuals. In doing so, it creates altruistic communities, where individuals respond with an enhanced need to help and engage in the community as members of the same society that is threatened by the disaster (Solnit 2009 ). In the case of the YouTube community in the context of the 3.11 disaster, users who commented on Hiroshi's videos and interacted with other users online were not necessarily affected by the earthquake, tsunami or nuclear disaster, but they emotionally identified with the experience of the disaster. This emotional alignment of users from all over the world and across Japan suggests the potential of social media to facilitate the emergence of affective communities on a global level, creating a sense of belonging among individuals despite their geographical distance from one another.
User M.B. commented on the first video which Hiroshi posted on March 13, 2011, expressing compassion for the affected region by saying that she cried after she heard about the disaster victims, even though she lives outside of Japan. Her contribution to the affected communities was through supportive and positive messages. As Döveling (2015) other users helped him to feel less lonely immediately after the earthquake, as he became aware that others were going through similar emotional struggles. (User S. 2011) In this way, User S. can be seen to perceive YouTube as a space where people unite as similarly affected members of the same community who need informational and emotional support. This case shows that, in addition to transmitting vital information for individuals who are geographically close to the affected region, social media can also serve to circulate emotional support for those experiencing the same disaster. Similarly, user K. expressed his affinity for one of Hiroshi's videos, and reminded other users that people in the disaster area were still suffering and should not be forgotten, thus indicating that he feels like a member of the affected communities that he 'invites' other users to empathically align with.
The fourth pattern is seen in the way that users communicate feelings of solidarity and compassion through prayers in digital space (see Extract 2). These served a similar purpose to the commemorative hashtag #prayforjapan, generating feelings of togetherness and signifying connection with the event.
The prayers that users posted on YouTube imply the users' collective need and desire for companionship and support, showing how this social media platform became an outlet where users exhibited helpfulness through the public display of care.
Extract 2. Examples of User Prayers Posted under Hiroshi's YouTube Videos
User S.I.: I'm praying for Japan.
User M.E:
I just lit a candle and prayed! Japan is not alone! User K.A.:
I pray for peace in Japan. Everyone in Japan, please don't give up! 20 Expression of emotions, or affect, in the digital realm at a global level can be understood as anonymous emotional bonding, where communities of strangers are brought together around the bonds of sentiment and emotional attachment (Döveling et al. 2018; Papacharissi 2016) . In the aftermath of 3.11, the digital, interactive environment of YouTube enabled individuals to interpret their most fundamental feelings of sadness, relief or anger and share them with similar others, thus creating a sense of togetherness and affective attunement with other users, and generating global affective communities.
19「13日から3日以内、震度6級の余震確立70% と解析＞気象庁だそうです。お互い気をつけましょう。 皆さんも！」 20 The first two examples were originally written in English. The final example was originally written in Japanese ( 「日本の平安を祈ります。 日本の皆さん、頑張ってください！」) and is translated by the author.
DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS
This article examined the potential of social media to foster a sense of communal belonging and generate new forms of affective communities in digital space, using the case study of the 3.11 disaster. The findings suggest that social media use is linked to the individual's sense of community, with online communication moving across levels and platforms and specific features of social media. Research has shown that feelings of togetherness and solidarity manifested on social media are ephemeral, and can fade and transform over time (Thomas et al. 2018) . In my study, participants' reflections on their social media use suggest that the short-term, ephemeral sense of communal belonging was intensified in the immediate aftermath of the 3.11 disaster, but without strong continuity in the following days. In the case of Hiroshi, the only participant who was already a regular social media user at the time of 3.11, we can see a more consistent use of social media throughout all three phases of the 3.11 disaster. While an examination of this phenomenon is beyond the scope of this paper, more research is necessary to provide in-depth understanding of how a sense of communal belonging is maintained in digital space, and how it changes or fades over time.
For private, interpersonal exchanges of safety-related information, participants used Mixi and Line, while Facebook and Twitter, as group-oriented social networks, proved to be useful for updates about friends' situations and the dissemination of local information. The findings indicate that a sense of belonging at the micro-level was formed through emotional online discourses within each user's circle of family and friends, where social media served as a relief from anxiety immediately after the earthquake. Participants exhibited both local and regional levels of belonging, as they empathically aligned with the affected region despite being geographically far from it, thereby indicating a shift in participants' sense of belonging from the personal to a regional level of concern for affected communities. Furthermore, in the aftermath of the 3.11 disaster, social media was utilised as a platform for initiating community and relief-oriented actions. In this way, to some extent social media can be said to have redesigned individuals' sense of place and belonging during the disaster and its aftermath, at the same time as people's material spaces and positions in communities were being reconfigured due to emergency evacuation. My findings regarding the meso level of online communication in the wake of the 3.11 disaster highlight the potential of Facebook and Twitter to transcend spatial and temporal barriers, enabling emotional bonding between individuals through reading or sharing digital narratives. Due to its interactive nature and ability to cross spatial boundaries, social media facilitated the emergence of different emotional flows and amplified feelings of togetherness, leading to the emergence of affective communities. In the post-3.11 context of social media use, participants' narratives highlight the changing role of Facebook from an everyday social networking tool to an online emotional space of interaction, collectivity and transmission of emotions.
Participants' use of the hashtag #prayforjapan on Twitter and Facebook highlighted how social media use generated feelings of community, alluding to a collective need for companionship and mutual support, as hashtags helped users find similar others beyond their circle of friends. The use of the hashtag #prayforjapan not only facilitated flows of emotional and supportive messages, but it encouraged individuals to take action to provide relief for affected communities and spread awareness of the national struggle, as Hiroshi's case illustrates.
Hiroshi's case also shows how YouTube facilitated the global alignment and affective attunement of users, allowing him to build a community of users who were drawn together by shared experience of the disaster and a fundamental need for psychological comfort and social togetherness, regardless of geographical distance. Besides providing a platform for emotional support, YouTube also offered a way to initiate financial donations, as video advertisement revenues were turned into charitable donations for the affected region. This shows that YouTube can be utilised as an effective action-oriented platform, rather than just an outlet for public displays of affect. The macro level of online communication harnesses the power of social media to establish global affective communities. In this context, YouTube became an outlet for expressing solidarity and aligning emotions globally through supportive and emotional discourse, prayers, and symbols of solidarity such as hashtags.
CONCLUSION
This article has sought to examine how social media use generated new forms of affective communities in Japan in the context of the 3.11 disaster. I have shown how social media use fostered a sense of communal belonging in the immediate aftermath of the 3.11 disaster, even among geographically distant individuals. This sense of communal belonging was formed through a combination of user consumption and production of media content, and the potential of social media to enable users to meet similar others. The Japanese case study confirms existing findings in media literature regarding social media use during disasters and the manifestation of affective communities in digital space. These communities developed through emotive online discourses, empathic alignment with the affected region, and the activation of a sense of communal belonging in geographically dispersed individuals. Social media facilitated multi-level online communication and interaction, serving a kaleidoscope of needs for disaster communication, local action, psychological comfort and social togetherness.
Additionally, the Japanese case study sheds light on a new kind of online sociality among Japanese social media users, moving beyond the private, one-on-one communication supported by homegrown socia media platforms to the more open and group-oriented online communication fostered by Facebook, Twitter and YouTube. In the context of the 3.11 disaster, these social media platforms generated affective communities and supported free articulation of emotions, thus helping individuals cope with the disaster, initiate collective action and build community consciousness. Future research should address the problem of the ephemerality of social media by examining commemorative practices and the ways in which individuals who remember 3.11 maintain or do not maintain their sense of community, and whether the emotional alignment and sense of solidarity gradually disappear in the reestablishment of everyday life. 
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